If the cosmos were what scientism affirms it to 
be, 

our Catholic faith would be 

a mockery and our sacred liturgy an empty 

charade. 


The plague 
of scientistic belief 

By Wolfgang Smith 

Nothing strikes the contemporary mind as more certain and authoritative than the 
findings of physics, astronomy, chemistry, and, of late, molecular biology. These are the 
"hard" sciences of the present age, which, by empirical means, of a scope and accuracy 
that stagger the imagination, have put us in touch with fundamental realities that could 
not even have been conceived in bygone days. Moreover, this group of sciences has 
been in a sense "visibly validated," for all to see, by the technological miracles which 
now surround us on all sides; how, then, can one doubt— much less deny— its findings? 
In truth, one cannot; quantum particles and fields, galaxies and quasars, molecules and 
the genetic code— all these are undeniable facts, which must henceforth be reckoned 
with. 

We must remember, however, that facts and their interpretation are not the same 
thing. And since, subjectively, facts are invariably associated with an interpretation of 
some kind, it comes about that science as a rule presents us with two disparate factors: 
with positive findings, on the one hand, plus an underlying philosophy in terms of which 
the formulation and disclosure of these discoveries are framed. In its actuality science is 
never the kind of purely empirical enterprise it is generally reputed to be, which is to say 
that ontological as well as epistemological presuppositions do inevitably play an 
essential role. What is more, these various philosophical articles of belief are rarely if 
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ever examined or subjected to critical scrutiny by the scientific community. They are the 
foundational ideas one absorbs, as if by osmosis, in the course of one's scientific 
education; they pertain, one might almost say, to the scientific unconscious. And when it 
happens that one or the other of these ingrained philosophical dogmas does emerge 
into the light of day as a subject of discourse, the typical response on the part of 
scientists is to point immediately, by way of validation, to the success of the scientific 
enterprise: "It works!" one is told in effect. And yet in reality no philosophical belief has 
ever been validated by an empirical finding; the fact is that verification as well as 
falsification through empirical means apply to scientific as opposed to philosophical 
propositions. The separation between these two domains, however, is rarely attempted 
by scientists; only in times of extreme crisis, when the foundations of a science seem to 
be crumbling, does one encounter serious thought concerning questions of this kind, 
and even then such inquiries are pursued only by an adventurous few; it takes an 
Einstein or a Heisenberg to descend, as it were, to the foundational level, where 
philosophical axioms begin to come into view. What the rank and file absorb from these 
founders, moreover, pertains mainly to the technical aspect of the enterprise: one 
accepts the equations of relativity or the formalism of matrix mechanics, while all but 
ignoring the philosophical side of the coin. It is safe to say that the men and women who 
engage in the day-to-day business of scientific research tend not to be overly interested 
in philosophical subtleties; and so they incline to retain the philosophical axioms to 
which they have become accustomed over the years, and which could only be 
recognized as such, and dislodged, through serious and concentrated inquiry. It thus 
comes about that in the minds of scientists today, good science and inferior philosophy 
coexist and are in fact inextricably intertwined; as John Haught of Georgetown 
University has recently pointed out, "Some of the most prominent scientists are literally 
unable to separate science from their materialist metaphysics." 

This said, I can proceed to state my primary thesis: I contend that by virtue of the 
aforesaid confusion scientists have promulgated philosophic opinions of the most 
dubious kind as established scientific truths, and in the name of science have thrust 
upon an awed and credulous public a shallow world-view for which in reality there is not 
a shred of scientific support. Having gained the trust and admiration of society through 
the technological wonders which they have engineered, I maintain that scientists as a 
class have usurped their authority by predisposing the public against the high truths of 
religion. I am not suggesting, to be sure, that they have consciously deceived others, but 
rather contend that they have themselves been misled as a rule in matters pertaining to 
philosophy, metaphysics, and religion. Meanwhile the fact remains that these "blind 
guides" are exerting an inestimable influence upon education and public belief, with 
disastrous consequences to human welfare, both here and hereafter. 

I will apply the term "scientistic belief" to designate philosophical opinions that 
masquerade as scientific truths. Let me give two examples. As my first I will take the 
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tenet of universal mechanism, or what could equally well be termed the axiom of 
physical determinism. The idea is simple: The tenet affirms that the external universe 
consists of matter whose motion is determined by the interaction of its parts. Given the 
initial configuration or state of this matter, and having once ascertained the laws which 
determine the effect of these interactions upon the resultant motion, one is supposedly 
able in principle to calculate the future evolution of the universe, down to the minutest 
detail. The cosmos is thus conceived as a kind of gigantic clockwork, in which part 
interacts with part to determine the movement of the whole. One knows that this idea 
began to take shape in the sixteenth century and has played a decisive role in the 
evolution of modern science. By the time of the Enlightenment, in fact, it had come to 
be almost universally regarded as an established scientific truth. Thus Hermann von 
Helmholtz, for instance, one of the leading scientists of the nineteenth century, could 
say with serene assurance: "The final goal of all natural science is to reduce itself to 
mechanics (sich in Mechanik aufzuli'd/zsen)." With the advent of quantum theory, 
however, the picture has changed; for it turns out that the new physics is not 
compatible with the mechanistic premise. Yet, despite the fact of quantum 
indeterminism, not a few eminent scientists continue to champion the mechanistic 
tenet. Albert Einstein himself, as one knows, so far from admitting that the discoveries 
of quantum physics have overthrown the classical postulate, argued precisely in the 
opposite direction: it is the principle of determinism, he said in effect, that invalidates 
quantum mechanics as a fundamental theory. This illustrates quite clearly the 
philosophical and indeed a priori character of the tenet in question, and the fact that 
propositions of this kind can neither be verified nor falsified by empirical findings. This 
fact, however, remains generally unrecognized, with the result that the postulate of 
universal mechanism has retained to this day its status as a major article of scientistic 
belief. 

My second example pertains to a more fundamental stratum of philosophical thought, 
and is consequently still more far-reaching in its implications: "physical reductionism," 
let us call it (for reasons which will presently become clear). The thesis hinges upon an 
epistemological assumption, an idealist postulate, one could say, which affirms that the 
act of sense perception terminates, not in an external object as we commonly believe, 
but in a subjective representation of some kind. According to this view, the red apple 
which we perceive exists somehow in our mind or consciousness; it is a subjective 
image, a fantasy which mankind has all along mistaken for an external object. Thus 
thought Reni'd/2 Descartes, to whom we owe the philosophical foundations of modern 
science. Descartes sought to correct what he took to be the mistaken notions of 
mankind concerning perceptible entities by distinguishing between the external object, 
which he termed res extensa, and its subjective representation existing in the mind or 
so-called res cogitans. What was previously conceived as a single object (and what in 
daily life is invariably regarded as such) has therefore become split in two; as Whitehead 
has put it: "Thus there would be two natures, one is the conjecture and the other is the 
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dream. "1 It is to be noted that this Cartesian differentiation between the "conjecture" 
and the "dream" goes not only against the common intuitions of mankind, but is equally 
at odds with the great philosophical traditions, including especially the Thomistic, where 
the opposition becomes as it were diametrical. Now, it is this questionable Cartesian 
doctrine— which Whitehead refers to as "bifurcation"— that has served from the start as 
the fundamental plank of physics, or better said, of the scientistic world-view in terms of 
which we habitually interpret the results of physics. And once again we find that the two 
disparate factors— the operational facts of physics and their customary interpretation- 
have become in effect identified, which is to say that the tenet of bifurcation does 
indeed function as a scientistic belief. 

I would like to emphasize that in addition to the fact that bifurcation contradicts the 
most basic human intuitions as well as the most venerable philosophical traditions, 
there is also not a shred of empirical evidence in support of this heterodox position. Nor 
can there be, as follows from the fact that physics can be perfectly well interpreted on a 
non-bifurcationist basis, as I have shown in a recent monograph. 2 It turns out, 
moreover, that the moment one does interpret physics in non-bifurcationist terms, the 
so-called quantum paradoxes— which have prompted physicists to invent the most 
bizarre ontologies— vanish of their own accord. It seems that quantum physics has thus 
implicitly sided with the pre-Cartesian world-view. 

It remains to explain why I have referred to bifurcation as "physical reductionism." 

The reason becomes clear the moment we return to the bedrock of the perennial 
Weltanschauung. The red apple we perceive belongs then once more to the external 
world; it constitutes a corporeal object, I will say, meaning thereby that it can be 
perceived. The "molecular" apple, on the other hand, with which the physicist is 
concerned, is bereft of sensible qualities, and is consequently imperceptible. It 
constitutes what I term a physical object, as distinguished from a corporeal. From a 
bifurcationist point of view, however, the physical object is all that exists in the external 
world. The corporeal, thus, is conceived in effect to be "nothing but" the physical. The 
red apple— which, from an orthodox point of view, exists!— is thus in effect "reduced" to 
the physical: it is identified with the "molecular" apple, as conceived by the physicist. 

The tenet of bifurcation, therefore, implies what I term physical reductionism; and the 
converse, to be sure, is equally apparent. 

In both of these two forms, the Cartesian thesis has been for centuries presupposed 
without question by scientists and the educated public. It has become ingrained in the 
scientific mind to the point where even the anomalies of quantum physics have failed to 
arouse suspicion. As one philosopher of science has recently admitted in private: "Those 
who work on the physicist's plane find it almost impossible to eliminate the 
bifurcationism implicit in their work." Now, this uncritical and habitual acceptance of the 
Cartesian thesis by "those who work on the physicist's plane" effectively obscures its 
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philosophical status; and as is the case with all scientistic beliefs, the tenet thus becomes 
science by association, as one might say. 

One could argue that bifurcation— or, equivalently, physical reductionism— 
constitutes in fact the most basic contemporary scientistic belief, the tenet which all 
other scientistic beliefs implicitly presuppose. Take, for instance, the idea of universal 
mechanism: does it not hinge upon bifurcation? In a remarkable passage, amply worth 
quoting, Descartes himself admits as much: 

We can easily conceive how the motion of one body can be caused by that of another, 
and diversified by the size, figure and situation of its parts, but we are wholly unable to 
conceive how these same things can produce something else of a nature entirely 
different from themselves, as for example, those substantial forms and real qualities 
which many philosophers suppose to be in bodies. 3 

The philosophers alluded to, of course, are the Scholastics, whom Descartes opposes 
radically. What the French savant tells us— with admirable clarity!— is that not until the 
universe has been reduced to the status of "quantified matter" does the idea of 
universal mechanism become conceivable. And is this not, finally, the reason why 
Galileo and Descartes saw fit to ban "those substantial forms and real qualities" from 
the external world? Was not the bifurcation postulate introduced precisely to render 
thinkable a "totalist" physics based upon mechanical principles? 

The two examples may suffice to introduce the general phenomenon which I have 
termed scientistic belief. It hardly needs pointing out, moreover, that if physics, the 
most exact of the natural sciences, is thus associated with scientistic— and indeed, from 
a traditional point of view, illusory !— notions, what can one expect in the case of less 
rigorous disciplines, such as evolutionary biology, physical anthropology, and 
psychology, not to speak of the so-called social sciences. 4 The unappreciated fact is that 
science in its actuality bestows both truth and error: not only enlightenment, but 
benightedness as well. One could even argue that so far as the general public is 
concerned, it is the second of these effects that predominates; the truths of hard 
science, after all, are mainly accessible to the expert, the scientifically proficient. This 
holds especially in the case of fundamental physics; by the time a fact of quantum 
theory, for instance, has been popularized, what remains is mainly a scientistic notion. 
One could put it this way: As science evolves, its actual insights become more and more 
abstract, more and more mathematical, and thus denuded of sensible imagery; these 
insights thus become a kind of esoteric knowledge, to which only the "initiated" have 
access. Moreover, what is validated by empirical findings, and also, in a way, by the 
miracles of technology, is precisely that kernel of esoteric insight, and not the outer shell 
of scientistic beliefs, which the public at large mistakes for enlightenment. 
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I would like now to consider the implications of these facts— of this cultural 
phenomenon— with reference to religion and the spiritual life. As has already been 
noted, I perceive the impact of scientistic belief upon the religious domain as adverse in 
the extreme. I should add that the problem has been greatly exacerbated by the fact 
that theologians and pastors as a rule are ill-equipped to deal with questions of this kind, 
and all too often have themselves been swayed by scientistic claims. 

What does it matter, some will say; what if we are perhaps mistaken about the nature 
of causality, or about the terminus of sense perception, or even about the much- 
debated question of evolution— so long as we stand on the side of truth in matters of 
religion. I would point out that the question is not quite so simple. We must not forget 
that religion— so long as it has not degenerated into a social convention or mere 
sentimentality— demands the whole man; holiness and wholeness are inseparable. Does 
not the "first and greatest" commandment enjoin that "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God 
with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind"? What we think about the 
world— our Weltanschauung —cannot legitimately be excluded from the domain of 
religion. As St. Thomas Aquinas writes in the Summa Contra Gentiles (Bk. II, ch. 3): "It is 
absolutely false to maintain, with reference to the truths of our faith, that what we 
believe regarding the creation is of no consequence, so long as one has an exact 
conception concerning God; because an error regarding the nature of creation always 
gives rise to a false idea about God." I would add that I perceive the contemporary 
penchant for accommodating the teachings of Christianity to the so-called truths of 
science as a striking confirmation of this Thomistic principle: a case, almost invariably, of 
scientistic errors begetting flawed theological ideas. 5 

In a word, what we think about the universe does matter in our religious and spiritual 
life. And moreover, with due allowance for what might be termed "invincible 
ignorance," we are responsible for the opinions we hold in this seemingly secular 
domain. "With all thy mind": these four words should suffice to apprise us of this fact. 

I will go so far as to contend that religion goes astray the moment it relinquishes its 
just rights in the so-called natural domain nowadays occupied by science. I believe that 
the contemporary crisis of faith and the ongoing de-Christianization of Western society 
have much to do with the fact that for centuries the material world has been left to the 
mercy of the scientists. This has of course been said many times before (but not nearly 
often enough!). Theodore Roszak, for instance, has put it exceptionally well: "Science is 
our religion," he observed, "because we cannot, most of us, with any living conviction 
see around it. "6 And one might add that perhaps only those who already have at least a 
touch of authentic religion do in fact stand a chance of "seeing around it with any living 
conviction." So too the name of Oskar Milosz (1877-1939) comes to mind, a European 
writer who had this to say: "Unless a man's concept of the physical universe accords 
with reality, his spiritual life will be crippled at its roots, with devastating consequences 
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for every other aspect of his life. "7 It could not have been better said! As regards the 
implications of the scientistic world-view for the life of the Church, let me quote from a 
recent book by the French philosopher Jean Borella: "The truth is that the Catholic 
Church has been confronted by the most formidable problem a religion can encounter: 
the scientistic disappearance (disparition scientifique) of the universe of symbolic forms 
which enable it to express and manifest itself, that is to say, which permit it to exist." 

And he goes on to say: "That destruction has been effected by Galilean physics, not, as 
one generally claims, because it has deprived man of his central position— which, for St. 
Thomas Aquinas is cosmologically the least noble and the lowest— but because it 
reduces bodies, material substance, to the purely geometric, thus making it at one 
stroke scientifically impossible (or devoid of meaning) that the world can serve as a 
medium for the manifestation of God. The theophanic capacity of the world is denied."8 
Let us be clear about it: Borella is pointing the finger squarely at what I have termed 
physical reductionism: "le probli'd/zme le plus redoubtable qu'une religion puisse 
rencontrer," he calls it. What he terms a "reduction to the purely geometric" 
corresponds precisely to what I call the reduction of the corporeal to the physical: it is 
this scientistic contention that would obliterate "the theophanic capacity of the world." 

It is of course to be understood that the "symbolic forms" to which Borella refers are 
not, as some might think, subjective images or ideas which in days gone by men had 
projected upon the external universe, until, that is, science came to apprise us of the 
truth. The very opposite is in fact the case: The "forms" in question are objectively real 
and indeed essential to the universe. We may conceive of them as "forms" in the 
Aristotelian and Scholastic sense, or Platonically, as eternal archetypes reflected on the 
plane of corporeal existence. In either case they constitute the very essence of corporeal 
being. Remove these "symbolic forms," and the universe ceases to exist; for it is these 
"forms," precisely, that anchor the cosmos to God. 

It is needless to point out that science has not in reality destroyed these forms, or 
caused their disappearance; however, the scientistic negation of corporeal being entails 
a denial of the substantial forms or essences which constitute that order of being, and of 
the sensible qualities by which these forms or essences manifest themselves to man. 

The scientistically prepared mind, therefore, has become increasingly insensitive to what 
Borella terms "the universe of symbolic forms," to the point where that universe has 
become for it all but invisible. It is in that sense that the "theophanic capacity of the 
world" has been diminished to an unprecedented degree. 

The consequences, however, of that diminution cannot but be tragic in the extreme. 

In his denial of essences, scientistic man has destroyed the very basis of the spiritual life. 
As Borella points out, he has obliterated the domain "that enables the Church to express 
and manifest itself," and hence "permits it to exist." The refutation of scientistic belief, 
therefore, is not an optional matter for the Church, something from which she can 
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afford to abstain; it is rather a matter of urgent necessity, a question ultimately of 
survival. 

It may be well, finally, to reflect anew upon what St. Paul has to say concerning "the 
theophanic capacity of the world" in his letter to the Romans. "For the invisible things of 
him from the creation of the world are clearly seen," he declares, "being understood by 
the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead." To which he adds: "So 
they are without excuse: Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as 
God, neither were they thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish 
heart was darkened. Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools" (Rom. 1:20- 
22). I need hardly point out the striking relevance of these words to all that we have 
discussed. The "things that are made" are doubtless corporeal natures, the objects that 
man can perceive; and what about "the invisible things of him": are these not precisely 
eternal essences, ideas or archetypes? So long as man's heart has not been "darkened," 
the sensory perception of "things that are made" will awaken in him an intellectual 
perception— a "recollection," as Plato says— of the eternal things which the former 
reflect or embody. St. Paul alludes to a time or a state when man "knew God," a 
reference, first of all, to the condition of Adam before the fall, when human nature was 
as yet undefiled by original sin. One needs to realize, however, that the fall of Adam has 
been repeated on a lesser scale down through the ages, in an unending series of 
"betrayals," large and small. Even today, at this late stage of history, we are, each of us, 
endowed with a certain "knowledge of God" to which we can freely respond in various 
ways. And that is precisely why we, too, are "without excuse," and why, to some degree 
at least, we are responsible for the opinions we hold concerning the cosmos. Everyone 
perceives the universe in accordance with his spiritual state: the "pure in heart" perceive 
it without fail as a theophany; and for the rest of us, whose "foolish hearts are 
darkened," the theophanic capacity of the universe is reduced in proportion to this 
darkening. 

I would like however to emphasize that this correspondence between our spiritual 
state and our Weltanschauung applies in both directions, which is to say that not only 
does our spiritual state affect the way we view the external world, but conversely, our 
views concerning the universe react invariably upon that state. This is in fact my central 
point: Cosmology matters, it has a decisive impact upon our spiritual condition. Even 
what we think about the purely physical world turns out to be crucial; for indeed, 

"unless a man's concept of the physical universe accords with reality, his spiritual life will 
be crippled at its roots. . . ." 

This brings us at last to the pastoral question: what can be done pastorally to 
counteract the scientistic influence? The major problem, clearly, is to inform the pastors 
themselves: to alert them, first of all, to the fact that there is a crucial distinction to be 
made between science and scientism, and then to the fact that scientistic belief is 
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antagonistic to our spiritual well-being. This however will not be easy to get across, for it 
offends against the prevailing trend, both in civil society and within the Church. It is only 
by an act of grace, I surmise, that any of us are able to muster the discernment, and 
indeed the sheer boldness, to cast off the scientistic Weltanschauung and recover a 
Christian world-view. And this task, this imperative, I say, is at bottom spiritual. It is to 
be accomplished, thus, not simply by reading books, or through a process of reasoning, 
but above all through faith and prayer. The dictum credo ut intelligam applies to us still, 
and perhaps even more urgently than in the comparatively innocent days of Augustine 
or Anselm. It is needful that we be touched and enlivened by the Holy Ghost, the Spirit 
of truth, who "will guide you into all truth" (John 16:13). In our struggle to transcend the 
scientistic outlook, we are dealing, moreover, not simply with a belief system of human 
contrivance, but with something more formidable by far; for here too, in the final count, 
"we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, 
against the rulers of the darkness of the world, against spiritual wickedness in high 
places" (Eph. 6:12). How could it be otherwise when it is "the theophanic capacity of the 
world" that stands at issue: the very thing "which enables the Church to express and 
manifest itself, that is to say, which permits it to exist." If the cosmos were indeed what 
scientism affirms it to be, our Catholic faith would be a mockery, and our sacred 
liturgy— the well-spring of the Church itself— an empty charade. This fact cannot be 
ignored with impunity. 
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